CHAPTER XIX
Marco Polo
TWO great explorers were the first to reveal to
the world the secrets of Asiatic society in the
Middle Ages, and the splendour of the Far
East, its sumptuous palaces and the luxury in which its
princes and nobles indulged. These two explorers
were Marco Polo the Venetian, and Ibn Batuta of
Tangier. The European explorer crossed the vast
continent and recorded his travels and observations at
the time the Muslim explorer was born. The former
crossed the continent from its centre, and the latter
from its south and his efforts completed those of the
former. Each of them spent his youth in studying
the conditions of the countries and peoples through
which he had to pass, and if the European explorer has
the merit of being the first to discover the secrets of
Asiatic societies, only the nations of the west, who
were at that time a minority in the civilized world,
were indebted to him for his discovery. The merit of
the Muslim explorer lies in acquainting the Eastern
and Islamic nations with one another and with the
wonderful secrets of societies which were then
related like legends. The discoveries of Marco Polo
were not generally known when Ibn Batuta began
his travels from the East to the West of the globe.
This Muslim explorer has also the advantage, over
his European predecessor, of crossing the unknown
countries of East Africa and many southern Asiatic
countries and islands. He has still the greater advan-
tage of Being able to give minute geographical,
historical and social descriptions and observations.